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The Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) held its third national convention Dec.
16-17, re-electing former guerrilla commander Salvador Sanchez Ceren as the party's national
coordinator. Looking ahead to the 1997 local and congressional elections, Sanchez Ceren said that
the party needs to change political course to broaden its electoral appeal. However, it is not yet clear
that it can either overcome internal divisions or change its image from that of an intransigent and
radical revolutionary party.
Since the end of the 12-year civil war in 1992, the FMLN has been a recognized political party
and the second political force in the country behind the governing rightist Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista (ARENA). Peace exacerbated internal divisions, which continue to plague the FMLN.
In 1994, two of the FMLN's constituent groups, Expresion Renovadora del Pueblo (ERP) and
Resistencia Nacional (RN), left the party because of ideological differences. The major point of
contention was whether to maintain the party's radical hard line (continuismo) or to accept reforms
suggested by the ERP and RN leaders who argued for a more pragmatic, moderate line.
In 1995, the ERP and RN joined in forming the Partido Democratico (PD), which has cooperated
with ARENA on many issues while accusing the FMLN of sticking to unpopular ultra-left policies.
At the convention, which was held in the town of Santa Tecla near the capital, delegates re-elected
Sanchez Ceren and chose as adjunct coordinators of the party Maria Marta Valladares, head of
the Legislative Assembly's human rights committee, and deputy Roberto Lorenzano. Also elected
were 52 members of the party's National Council, which then selected the 15-member Political
Committee.
The committee now includes both veteran leaders such as Shafik Handal, Facundo Guardado, and
Marcos Jimenez, as well as a number of new leaders. The FMLN has set its sights on becoming
the majority party by widening its traditional base in the countryside and making major inroads
in urban areas. The strategy to accomplish this is to offer an economic program that would attack
poverty and unemployment, and to present the FMLN as a more moderate party capable of working
with rival parties to achieve its goals.
FMLN tacticians see an opportunity to take advantage of the government's dwindling popularity
to make electoral gains in 1997. A poll conducted by the Center for Public Opinion Research
published in November by the Universidad Tecnologica (UTEC) indicated a widespread conviction
that President Armando Caldron Sol's administration is incapable of resolving the country's
problems. Of the respondents, 71% said the government is leading the country into economic
chaos. Sanchez Ceren previewed what may be the main attack on the administration and ARENA
during the coming elections in a speech criticizing the government's economic policies. "These
economic measures are aggravating social problems, which will lead to greater political instability
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and a deterioration of the economy," Sanchez Ceren said. The convention adopted a plan for
economic and social reform aimed at modernizing the economy without the severe austerity and
unemployment that characterize the government's neoliberal economic restructuring program. To
prepare for the elections, the party has restructured its local organization in 240 of the country's
262 municipalities during the past year. Whereas party dissidents have often accused the FMLN
deputies of representing only the party elite, the leadership now claims that its congressional
delegation speaks for the grassroots organizations.
The convention also moved toward more internal democracy by electing the National Council
through direct secret balloting. In the past, council posts were allocated among the FMLN's
constituent parties by a quota system. Completing the party's makeover, the remaining FMLN
member groups dissolved their structures before the opening of the convention. This step was
a capitulation to those reformers who have long urged the FMLN to dissolve the old wartime
structure in which each group had its own organization. The FMLN strategy is to strike a better
balance between modernization and continuismo, according to Sanchez Ceren. The major goal of
the convention, he said, was to "better define the profile of its leadership," and show the voters that
the party can govern. After his re-election, Sanchez Ceren said that the internal divisions had been
overcome.
From the outside that appeared to be true as two prominent leaders, Guardado and Jimenez
who ran against Sanchez Ceren accepted seats on the Political Committee. Guardado had called
for a more drastic infusion of new blood in the top leadership posts. But some observers are
not convinced that overcoming factionalism will be enough to end the party crisis. Juan Ramon
Medrano, FMLN dissident and current leader of the PD, observed that the FMLN can not expect
to remold itself despite new faces on the Political Committee as long as it chooses the path of
continuismo.
The makeover that Sanchez Ceren believes can broaden party appeal will be possible, said
Medrano, only if the party takes a center-left rather than a radical position and confines its political
action within the parameters of "moderate capitalism." Some analysts are asking if the party can
project a new image with Sanchez Ceren at the helm, pointing out that he still defines the party as
"democratic, popular, revolutionary, and socialist." (Sources: Notimex 11/21/95; Proceso, 12/06/95;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 12/09/95; Agence France-Presse,
12/04/95, 12/17/95, 12/18/95; Flor de Izote Weekly Report, 12/11/95-12/18/95; El Salvador Watch,
01/96)
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